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WARD & WERLICH Evaluating super-maximum custody 

MEASURING THE EFFECTS OF CONFINEMENT IN FEDERAL 
SUPERMAX CUSTODY 

~roblern in penal settings in which staff have the means to inflict serious punishment. 
The issue we address in this article is perhaps more fundamental because it is not 
concerned with inappropriate or counter-productive policy or aberrant behavior by staff 
in several state prisons, but with established and justified practice. Namely, what is the 
effecc of isolation and the deprivations and restraints, born out of the perceived neces- 

Pelican Bay caused some prisoners to (1) become dependent on the institution to 
control rheir behavior, (2) lose the ability 'to initiate behavior of any kind', (3) withdraw 

capable of creating clinical syndromes in even healthy personalities, and can be psycho- 
logically destructive for anyone who' enters and endures it for significant periods of 
time' (1997: 428-37).9 

these 'observations . . . strongly suggest that the use of solitary confinement carries major 
psychiatric risks' (1983: 1451, 1454). Judgments based on a limited number of inter- 
views with a small, non-randomly selected group of inmates does not provide the kind 
of empirical evidence needed for a comprehensive assessment of the psychological effects 
of superma confinement. 

The data presented later are intended to advance the study of an important penal ' 

policy initiative. Any generalizations drawn from these findings are limited by the fact 
that the research was directed to only two institutions, both in the federal system. These 
findings, therefore, should not be considered as representing the, experience:of confine- 
ment in any state supermax prison, or any standard federal penitentiary. 

. . 
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